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Losing a loved one is inevitably a stressful life event. But the experience of bereavement and 
mourning remains unique to each individual. Extensive research exists on the phenomenon of 
loss and bereavement. However, most literature explored loss and bereavement from a Western 
perspective. In a similar vein, death and bereavement have generally been theorised based on 
assumptions and realities of Euro-American social worlds. It therefore failed to capture the 
realities of other social worlds, including that of the African voice. Cross-cultural studies have 
revealed that the way in which individuals perceive and respond to death and display grief may 
be determined by cultural beliefs, traditions and mourning behaviours. For example, in most 
African cultures, a widow is  expected to comply with certain mourning practices as a way of 
showing respect for her late husband and to avoid future bad luck. As such, widowhood 
presents a number of difficulties for the surviving spouse. Amongst others, isolation and 
discrimination inherent to these cultural mourning rituals may burden the widow with 
psychological wounds. While the initial intent of these rituals may have been to aid in the 
healing of widows, these traditionally patterned ways of grief seem to hinder adaptation to loss. 
This is because widows tend to focus more on meeting the cultural demands and expectations 
of expressing grief, rather than on their emotional processing of the loss. Given the above, it 
becomes important to understand other aspects of death and cultural practices in the indigenous 
South African context. Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore African experiences of 





By bringing into light the challenges that are presented by African mourning rituals, this study, 
also aimed to contribute to decolonising grief theory in mainstream psychology. Using my 
experience of being a Zulu-born woman who married into a Pedi culture, in this 
autoethnography, I explored what I was explicitly taught and expected to adhere to during my 
process of grief. The findings of this study highlights the challenges presented by cultural 
mourning rituals that indigenous women have to adhere to, which in turn, may hinder emotional 
processing of the loss . Also, the  findings highlights the importance of understanding the 
cultural influence on grief for psychologists working with bereaved black South African 
widows, in order to cautiously apply the Western frame on loss and bereavement.  
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Beliefs and pre-subscribed mourning rituals typically shape and determine the mourning 
journey for African widows. Using the method of autoethnography, I reflectively explore my 
experiences of loss and grief as a black African widow living in South Africa. Speaking my 
own truth as a Zulu born woman, who married into the Pedi culture, I analytically and 
theoretically interrogate the oppressive nature of the cultural mourning rituals and practices 
as I experienced it. Using my newly found voice, firstly, I speak about the silencing effects of 
mourning rituals. Secondly, I speak about the loneliness that I experienced as the result of the 
isolating nature of the rituals. And, lastly, I speak about how I felt that I was robbed of my 
sense of self. Hence, a more flexible approach that would allow for the widow’s voice during 
these mourning rituals is recommended. 
 
Word count: 141 
 







THE MORNING THAT BECAME MY FOREVER 
(a poem I wrote for the funeral of my husband) 
I walked away that morning without even looking back. 
Little did I know that the very same morning was going to be our last in this lifetime. 
The last time I would ever hold you, see your face, or even your smile. 
The last time I could ever kiss you and feel your strong, warm embrace,  
That is so assuring, so real and so alive. 
As I walked out to my car, you stared at me with a sympathetic face.  
Your twinkling eyes uttered so much and yet no words  
came from your mouth that morning.  
Looking back, I now know that you had already received the signs that, 
that day was going to be our last one, you just couldn’t tell me. 
My fine young husband so cruelly taken away from me,  
I never said goodbye. 
The shattered residue of my heart beating still,  
with dark holes that no amount of light could fill. 
In the world of widowhood, the years that lie ahead are dark and uninviting. 
Few months ago, we officially said we would be together forever, but 
we never knew that forever meant such a short time. 
It is my prayer for you to walk beside me, and  
to hold me as I stumble through the unknown. 
The day my earthly journey ends, come to me on that day and 
smile at me so that I can see your unique dental structure, and 






It is a cold, Wednesday evening on 26 May 2010. I am driving to a church meeting with our 
seven-year-old daughter, Elihle. We had been invited for an evening prayer at a church in a 
nearby township. So, I thought today would be a good day to honour this invitation. My phone 
rings. When I answer, it is my husband – Tebogo - apologising that he will not be joining us 
tonight. He urges us to go ahead without him and promises to come with us the following day.   
While driving home on the winding streets of Copsville after the meeting, I suddenly feel 
pressure on my chest. I cannot breathe and a voice within me urges me to pray for Tebogo. I 
pray and drive on.  
When we get home, he is not there, so I try calling him as it is already late. His phone is off 
and goes to voicemail immediately. His work gear is here at home; he definitely did come 
home. I wonder where he could be and why he has not bothered to let me know of his 
whereabouts. Oh! Well, it is already around ten at night, so I do not think he will be having 
dinner anymore, as he does not like eating late. I proceed to focus on creating a pleasant 
ambience for a night of passion, burning lavender scented candles that brings a sense of calm 
in the room. I take a nice warm shower and put on my lacy push-up chemise lingerie. I am 
filled with excitement, knowing that I will be taking this opportunity to show him that I am 
finally ready to try for another child. 
While I am lost in my thoughts and getting ready for the warmth of his return on this chilly 
day, there is a loud knock on the door. In a hurry I go attend to it before it disturbs our daughter 
who is already asleep. I open the door. It is his cousins from Durbanville. They urge me to “get 
dressed as there has been an accident”. Those are the only words I hear from his older cousin, 
Bongi, and the whole mood changes after those words. My heart starts beating faster than 
normal, feeling like a sharp knife has just cut through it. It feels like I am having a cardiac 





My mind is flooded with questions, but my mouth does not open. My thoughts are wild and 
racing all over asking “what if…?”. 
This article is a reflection of my traumatic experience of loss and grief within the context of 
black African widowhood in South Africa. These reflections are consciously and deliberately 
shared for the purpose of seeking and providing essential healing, comfort and extrication for 
myself from the culturally oppressive grieving practices often reserved for black African 
widows (Kotzé, Els, Rajuili-Masilo 2012; Manala 2015). This documentation of concrete-
detailed moments of my story will assist in showing what I experienced and considered as 
painful and inhumane practices. It is thus clear why I selected the autoethnographic research 
design to tell my story, as personal stories can help to reveal inaccessible feelings and emotions 
evoked by oppressive ideologies (Lourens 2018, Lourens 2020). 
Yet, I am not just writing for myself and my own liberation. I also hope my story will serve to 
educate and enlighten others who might have similar experiences, particularly black, African 
widows who might have had experiences similar to myself. On a broader scale, I hope that this 
article will broaden the knowledge base of the cultural influence on grief. In turn, this may help 
psychologists to be mindful of the unique context of black African widows.  
Henceforth, I will use Freire’s “Pedagogy of the oppressed” (2003) and Collins’ “Black 
Feminist Thought” (2000) theories to navigate and interrogate oppressive practices in my 
widowhood story. This is done with the intention to arrive at my destination of healing and 
liberating myself, and perhaps other black African widows. 
 
The Guide to Bereavement  
Selepe and Edwards (2008:2) define bereavement as “a process of dealing with and coming to 
terms with intense feelings of loss and beginning to live again”. These feelings of loss are often 





yearning and emotional distress (Appel and Papaikonomou 2013; Selepe and Edwards 2008). 
As such, bereavement is understood to be a normal process after the death of a loved one 
(Drenth, Herbst and Strydom 2013). Since bereavement is considered to be a process and 
particularly for this article, within the African culture, Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata (2014) 
argues that it should therefore not be limited by time. However, the clear and concise proposed 
diagnostic criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorder Fifth Edition 
(DSM-5) labels mourners who continue to experience significant emotional, social, 
behavioural, physical and cognitive difficulties after a set period of time to be suffering from 
complex bereavement disorder. According to the DSM-5 (2013:792), “persistent complex 
bereavement disorder is distinguished from normal grief by the presence of severe grief 
reactions that persist at least twelve months (or six months in children) after the death of the 
bereaved.” Even though the criterion may be useful in differentiating normal grief from chronic 
grief, but the setting of a cut-off point is somewhat linear and pathologizing. Also, in this way, 
it does not seem to capture the realities and varying cultural factors of the different social 
worlds.  
While the loss of a loved one and the accompanying bereavement process is therefore often a 
stressful life event, the experience of bereavement and the mourning journey remain unique for 
each individual (Carr et al. 2001). It is for this reason that bereavement should not necessarily 
be a process that is restrained to a set period. Instead, it should be understood through valuing 
the uniqueness of individuals and the likelihood of exhibiting varied psychological effects in 
accordance with one’s cultural construction of grief and the varying cultural rituals.  
 
The Missing African Voice in Western Theories of Grief  
Cultural beliefs, traditions and mourning behaviours often determine the way in which 





2000; Manyedi, Koen and Greeff 2003). The African perspective of continuing the bond with 
the deceased, for example, determine the ways in which African people respond to the death 
of a loved one. According to Ramose, as cited in Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata (2014:263), 
“Africans do not conceive death and life as two separate phases, instead, there is a harmonious 
and interdependent coexistence between the two life forces”. More specifically, many African 
cultures believe that the deceased spirit does not cease to exist, but rather transcend the physical 
world to become an ancestor. It should therefore come as no surprise that African cultures have 
always believed that the bereaved continue to maintain a bond with persons who died (Baloyi 
and Makobe-Rabothata 2014).  
In light of the above, it is clear that the bereavement process cannot be universally defined as 
a means to emotionally detach from the deceased, nor can it be prescribed by a certain time 
span and space or captured in a linear fashion.  
In many African cultures, this conception of unbreakable bonds with the deceased does not 
merely reside in ideologies, but it is validated, reinforced and “lived out” through the 
performance of cultural practices and rituals (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata 2014; Manala 
2015; Manyedi et al. 2003). The ritual of slaughtering an animal, for example, is particularly 
significant to symbolise the co-existence of the living and the dead. When an animal is 
slaughtered, it is believed that it would accompany the soul of the deceased to the land of the 
ancestors. Here, as an ancestor, the deceased will be able to protect the living (Baloyi and 
Makobe-Rabothata 2014). The slaughtering of animals also serves another purpose. If a new 
person joins a family through marriage or birth, for example, a sacrificial animal is slaughtered 
to introduce them to the ancestors and secure protection for them (Baloyi and Makobe-
Rabothata 2014). While all these practices are of significance and are performed for the 





application may vary within different African communities or tribal groups (Baloyi and 
Makobe-Rabothata 2014).  
As polarised by the patriarchal forces that remain present in most African cultures, women 
have very specific mourning rituals that they have to follow when compared to their male 
counterparts. Men, for example,  have to mourn for only six months and their behaviours and 
movements are not as severely restricted as those of their female counterparts (Kotzé et al. 
2012; Manala 2015). In contrast to their male counterparts, widows have to adhere to certain 
mourning rituals for at least a year. During this time, they have to wear particular clothing (they 
can only wash these at night), they have to be confined to their homes and they are forbidden 
from attending social gatherings (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata 2014; Kotzé et al. 2012; 
Manyedi et al. 2003; Rosenblatt and Nkosi, 2007; Selepe and Edwards 2008). Not only is it 
believed that these rituals are a physical manifestation of a widow’s love and respect for her 
late husband, it is also intended to appease the ancestors. If she fails to adhere to these rituals, 
it may evoke the wrath of the ancestors and lead to misfortunes in the future (Manyedi et al. 
2003).  
The purpose of these prescribed mourning rituals and beliefs is ostensibly to aid in the healing 
of widows and may not have been intended to cause harm nor to oppress them. Nonetheless, 
they are aligned with the hegemonic and imperial patriarchal system, where men are better 
positioned in society than women (Manala 2015; Manyedi et al. 2003; Ramphele 1996). 
Whatever the intention behind the mourning rituals for women were and continue to be, 
sociocultural prescriptions of grief and mourning may hinder their adaptation to loss and may 
burden them with psychological wounds. These rituals may cause widows to focus more on 
meeting the cultural demands and expectations of expressing grief, rather than on their 





Thus, while African cultures traditionally understood that grief cannot occur in a linear fashion 
and that the bereaved can continue a bond with the deceased, there are, paradoxically, certain 
linear ritualistic expectations on African women which may hinder their “normal” and natural 
bereavement processes. 
 
THEORIES of DIALOGUE and LIBERATION  
I will make sense of my experiences of mourning within my specific cultures (Zulu and Pedi) 
through the critical and decolonised theories of Freire (2003) and black feminist thought 
(Collins 2000). As I will show, these theories do not only provide the means to make sense of 
experiences, they also provide the tools for dialogue and liberation.  
African voices of women in mourning are often silenced, since they are not allowed to truly 
speak against the oppressive nature of socially dictated rituals (Kotzé et al. 2012). Similarly, I, 
as an African woman within these cultures, have been choking on my silence imposed through 
mourning rituals. According to Freire (1970), those who are not allowed to engage in dialogue, 
like African women in mourning, are oppressed. Freire’s theory of the oppressed is considered 
to be instrumental in breaking the “culture of silence” for the still hesitant voice (Freire 
1970:30; Freire 2000). The primary focus of this theory is to provide the tools for liberation for 
those who are considered to be powerless and marginalised, like African women in mourning. 
In turn, this can create an opportunity for liberation and transformation of conditions that tend 
to perpetuate injustice and inequality (Freire 1970, Freire 2000).  
Growing up, I was pruned and socialised in a patriarchal and cultural order of submissiveness. 
Therefore, my attempt to expose oppressive realities of my African cultures (Zulu and Pedi) 
and to fight for restoration of widows’ humanity and liberate myself, as suggested by Freire 
(1970) may be frowned upon and seen as blasphemous. This is simply because the hierarchical 





subordinate groups like women, to engage in dialogue as we are bound to display a lower social 
orientation and position (Sidanius et al. 2017). However, I am comforted in knowing that 
liberation will not happen by chance, instead, it requires those submerged in the oppressive 
reality, like myself, to reflectively confront the meaning of their societal ideologies (Freire 
1970; Freire and Macedo 1995). Seizing the moment, I talk back and refuse to be silent any 
longer. This is in an attempt to liberate myself through reflections on my personal grief journey 
and as a culturally oppressed widow.  
I will further interrogate my mourning experiences and rituals through the critical lens of black 
feminist thought. In order to do so, I will rely on the four core dimensions of black feminist 
thought namely, (1) lived experience as a criterion for meaning, (2) the use of dialogue, (3) the 
ethics of care, and (4) the ethic of personal accountability.  
Firstly, ‘lived experiences as a criterion for meaning’, refers to the knowledge gained through 
personal life experiences (Collins 2000). But it is not only life experiences in itself that generate 
knowledge – it is also the practice of actively voicing these experiences that breathes 
knowledge into it. Voicing out the lived experience in itself is an empowering endeavour. For 
me, for example, voicing my experiences as a marginalised and oppressed person, helped me 
to understand my own experience of invisibility and silence. Having said this, it did not only 
deepen my understanding of my experiences, it was also an empowering endeavour. Simply 
put, a deeper understanding of life experiences may empower the oppressed to confront 
oppressive societal ideologies (Collins 2000; Mokhele 2013). 
Secondly, ‘dialogue’ is considered to be important in establishing relationships. When 
confronting societal ideologies alone, one risk being victimised, unheard or even being 
dismissed. Therefore, those who are marginalised, like women, need to engage in dialogue to 
establish alliances and partnerships that can strengthen the movement towards their liberation. 





experiences of those in similar conditions and perhaps even promote the ideology of speaking 
up. Afterall, the sound of voices in unison is much audible and louder than that of an individual 
(Collins 1986; Collins 2000; Mokhele 2013). 
Thirdly, ‘ethic of care’ refers to the expression of empathy towards those who are marginalised, 
vulnerable and oppressed (Collins 2000). The availability of supportive networks creates the 
space for dialogue that, in turn, is a fundamental tenet of livelihood and restoration of humanity 
for the powerless (Collins 2000; Mokhele 2013). I will apply the principle of the ethics of care 
in two ways. First, I will reflect whether the care I received or failed to receive during my 
mourning process was ethical. I will reflect whether I felt empathy which may have been 
instrumental in mitigating emotions such as loneliness and helplessness. Second, I hope that, 
through these reflections, women who read my story will feel like they’re not alone. I am 
hoping that sharing my lived experience will be affirming to those in similar conditions who 
have not gathered the courage to speak against the dominant forces (Mokhele 2013).  
Lastly, ‘the ethic of personal accountability’ refers to developing personal courage to confront 
societal ideologies that are both alienating and discriminating against the powerless. 
Acknowledging and voicing out the plight of these ideologies is a step towards implementing 
the required change (Mokhele 2013). As a woman, being able to acknowledge and understand 
my own experience of being marginalised gave me the courage to voice out my discomfort 
against our mourning rituals. It goes without saying, that engaging in a dialogue that challenges 
societal ideologies may be frowned upon and seen as unruly. However, consciously and 
deliberately speaking against the oppressive realities creates opportunities and paves the way 
for liberation, even for future generations (Collins 2000; Mokhele 2013). In my case, the 
pursuit of my own liberation, may be the catalyst in the future application of rituals and the 






REVEALING ONE’S OWN TRUTH THROUGH AUTOETHNOGRAPHY  
For this research I used the autoethnographic research design. Autoethnography is a qualitative, 
introspective form of writing that reveals inner-most thoughts and emotions that cannot easily 
be observed (Ellis 2007; Stanley 2015). Autoethnography can be subdivided into two sections, 
as indicated by the following definition: “autoethnography is self-narrative (the auto) that 
critiques the situatedness of self and others in a social context (the ethno)” (Spry 2001:710). 
Firstly, the ‘auto’, refers to self-narrative – it is about telling one’s personal story (Chang 2013; 
Lourens 2018, Lourens 2020; Spry 2001). In this research, I tell my personal story of 
bereavement after losing my husband. Secondly, ‘the ethno’, “critiques the situatedness of self 
and others in a social context” (Spry 2001:710). Given the above, the context of my personal 
story is embedded within the Zulu and Pedi mourning rituals. Therefore, in this research, my 
personal story served as a window from which I analysed the societally defined mourning 
rituals within these cultures. Autoethnography’s focus on wider society and culture 
differentiates it from other types of self-narratives such as memoirs and autobiographies 
(Ngunjiri, Hernandez and Chang 2010; Winkler 2018).  
Since its early roots in the 1970s, there have been many forms of autoethnographies. These 
include, for example, relational autoethnographies, interactive interviewing, collaborative 
autoethnographies and single autoethnographies (Chang 2013). While it was not important for 
the purpose of this paper to discuss all these forms of autoethnographies, what was important 
was to show what I intended to do. In this work, I have conducted a single autoethnography, 
which meant that I narrated and made sense of a part of my own life story (Chang 2008).  
There are various ways in which autoethnographers can tell their personal stories. Different 
modes of autoethnographic writing styles (such as, evocative, imaginative-creative, analytical 





of this paper, I utilised both the evocative and analytical style of autoethnography to tell my 
personal story.  
Evocative autoethnography is characterised by creative, artistic narratives and expression of 
emotions (Ngunjiri et al. 2010; Stanley 2015). In this research, I have attempted to tell my story 
in a creative, yet emotionally laden way. Reproduction of my truth is an invitation to readers 
to witness my lived and felt experience (Ellis 2007; Giorgio 2009). Consequently, using 
emotional recall to narrate some snippets of my life story may evoke emotions within the 
reader.  
As stated before, I did not only rely on evocative autoethnography to tell my story, I also 
included an analytical component to this work. An analytical autoethnography allows for the 
theoretical analysis of lived experience (Anderson 2006; Lourens 2018; Ngunjiri et al. 2010). 
This helps to produce insights and themes that are informative to individuals in comparable 
situations (Ellis 2007; Giorgio 2009; Stanley 2015). I assessed and scrutinised my experience 
through a theoretical lens of Freire’s theory of the decolonised, as well as Collins’ black 
feminist thought (Collins 2000; Freire 1970).  
It was thus my intention to adopt both polarities of the continuum (evocative and analytic 
autoethnography) by evocatively narrating my lived experiences through memories while 
analytically engaging with theoretical understandings of socially constructed mourning 
processes.  
Data collection was accomplished by writing a story through introspection, revisiting the lived 
emotional scenes through imagination and notes of memories of the actual event as it happened 
nine years ago. This allowed me to dig deep into intimate data that may not have been possible 
to access if other people were interviewed.  
A qualitative analytic procedure known as thematic analysis was used in this article. According 





the following phases: “familiarizing themselves with the data, generating initial codes, 
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and producing the 
report”. Using interpretations to uncover insights in this article, I wrote down my story. 
Hereafter, I identified experiences that were relevant to my story and, through deep 
introspection, I uncovered the meanings attached to these experiences. Lastly, I  grouped re-
occurring experiences and its meanings in order to analyse various themes.   
 
Ethical Considerations 
As daunting as it may be, revisiting the emotional turmoil through memories can cause 
psychological distress, such as feelings of anger, anxiety, depression and negative thoughts. 
Consequently, it was important to guard against possible emotional vulnerability (Ellis 2007). 
Taking the above into consideration and to ensure self-care, I opted to re-visit my 
psychotherapist for emotional containment throughout this process. This measure allowed me 
to have access to necessary counselling when this self-exposing process of emotional recall 
evoked various emotions within me. And, indeed, as I was writing this article, I re-lived the 
pain, feelings of anger, guilt, resentfulness, loneliness, yearning, sadness and powerlessness as 
if it was yesterday that I lost my husband.  
It is also true that writing an autoethnographic text can be empowering (Adams, Jones and Ellis 
2015; Gale and Wyatt 2019; Giorgio 2009; Lee 2006). Writing and making sense of my story, 
gave me a voice and filled me with a feeling of authority, despite the context of prescribed 
mourning rituals that restrict social freedom. Additionally, autoethnography’s reflective form 
did not only give me a voice as the writer, but it also became an epiphany that healed and 
liberated me from my past pain and emotions. All along I had been suppressing these feelings 





of writing positioned me as an active agent and brought into realisation how social forces 
influenced my lived experience. 
I am also aware that ‘my story’ is not completely mine, as it involves revelations about other 
people in my life who also played a role in what I now call ‘my story’. Therefore, to ensure 
that their identities are protected, I have used pseudonyms and I have changed any identifying 
biographical information (Lourens 2018).  
 
OPENING STORY: THE DAY THAT BECAME MY FOREVER  
After a long wait at the hospital, my ‘what if’ train of thought (refer to introduction) is soon 
interrupted by a white lady who introduce herself and promptly announce,   
“Nokulunga, as you know there was an accident and Tebogo was involved in it. Unfortunately, 
he did not make it. They could not save him.”  
I jump off my seat. I scream. This lady is crazy – I’m sure of it. After a while, a single word 
finally made its way to my lips: 
“What?”  
“The paramedics could not save him; he died on the scene,” she responds.  
“Nooo!!!”  
The sound of my loud scream fill and subsume the small, dark emergency room. I know Tebogo 
is hurt, but he is not gone. I will not stand here and listen to this white lady telling me my 
husband died. Why is she killing him while he is still alive? Zipho – his cousin – told me he is 
just in casualty for a routine check-up after the accident. 
I wake up on the floor not knowing what happened or how I landed up there. The last thing I 
remember, was wanting to run away – to get out of this place of lies. Now, laying here on the 
floor, my face feels hot and floods of tears are uncontrollably rolling down my face. The room 





I can hear Bongi (Tebogo’s older cousin) speaking to someone on the phone. It sounds like she 
is speaking to my parents about the tragedy because she is speaking isiZulu language, 
(Tebogo’s side of the family speaks Sepedi). Oh, it must be true. Bongi’s words echo those of 
the white lady, “Tebogo passed away.” “We are here in hospital now but will go home in 
Durbanville” are some of the repetitive words I grasp from her various calls.  Every time I hear 
her saying the first three words of what has become her chorus now, my crying gets even 
louder, my body heats up, I want to stop her.  “All of this cannot be true; it cannot be happening.  
I have not had time with him. We spoke as I left for church; he promised we will go together 
tomorrow. Somebody, please wake me up from this nightmare. It cannot be. 
I am ushered to a nearby car to take us home. I ponder…what home? I could no longer imagine 
ever living there in the place that Tebogo and I called home. It was our nest. It was our 
sanctuary. But how can that still be when one of the puzzle pieces  is missing?  
Losing control over my body and not feeling at home in my own house was an indicator of 
what lied ahead. It was at this very moment that my former self ceased to exist; the moment  I 
realised that I had become a widow.  
While lost in my new realisation, somebody tells me that I need to identify Tebogo’s body at 
the State mortuary in order for it to be released to our private funeral parlour of choice. I silently 
wonder how will I manage that, when I cannot even identify myself at this very moment. 
Moreover, where I come from, identifying the deceased’s body has always been the 
responsibility of the elders, so I have never been to a mortuary. I guess being Tebogo’s wife 
will now initiate me into this reality of adulthood.   
The outside walls of the building that stands in front of us appear dull and dead.  In slow motion, 
I hesitantly enter the building with everyone else. We are soon directed to a room with grey-
like walls, wooden benches and windows so close to the ceiling that you cannot dare to open 





no life like the bodies it housed.  After a while I am signalled to head towards a Perspex window 
that is right in front of where we are seated.   
With the help of Tebogo’s uncle’s wife (aunt Mthetho) holding me up ensuring that I did not 
fall along the way in my destabilised state, I find myself standing against that window. Behind 
the window are piles of bodies covered in blue-like poorly threaded sheets. An unconcerned 
man eventually appear behind the Perspex window wheeling in a stainless-steel tray that carried 
a body that lay entirely still. Without a word, he rolled down the sheet from the head right 
around to the chest of the still body. My head slumps against the window; tears streaming down 
my face as I realise that this is Tebogo laying helplessly on the cold-looking, misty silver tray. 
As if waiting for an answer, the emotionless man stares at me from the other side.  My voice 
does not come out, I am not even sure if I am supposed to speak in this place as it is dead quiet. 
With my heart pounding intensely as I sob, I nod my head against the window signalling 
positive identity of the body that I am barred to touch. The fantasy in my head, is having the 
ability to perform the very miracle that saw Lazarus waking up from the dead in Biblical times. 
Feeling helpless, my silent cry becomes louder as my body begins to shake and my knees 
weaken. I remain standing only because of the people that hold me throughout this miserable 
process. 
It was at this moment that it dawned on me that life without Tebogo was now my new reality 
going forth. While the loss felt visceral, raw and even traumatic, there was another dimension 
at play here. Though I may not have been fully acquainted with Tebogo’s family traditions and 
the rituals around death, intuitively, I anticipated what it meant for me as a black African 
widow. Desperately, I pleaded with God to find another way of punishing me for whatever sin 
I had committed to deserve this. Being a 29-year-old woman in modern times was definitely 





Despite the fact that I am a young modern woman, in the following analysis I will illustrate 
how the mourning rituals from my cultures still silenced my voice, pushed me into isolation 
and re-shaped my identity. 
 
The Agony of Being Voiceless  
“I tried to disappear into myself in order to deflect the painful, daily assaults designed to teach 
me that being an African-American, working-class woman made me lesser than those who 
were not. And as I felt smaller, I became quieter and eventually was virtually silenced.” (Collins 
2002:vi ). 
In my experience, African women, particularly in South Africa, suffer oppression in two-fold. 
First, they are often exposed to racism and, second, they often experience gender discrimination 
(Hutson 2007). The latter cannot be traced back to precolonial times as women once had agency 
and authority of the economic affairs of the household (Hutson 2007). This suggest that the 
patriarchal and oppressive traits in the African custom emerged with colonial and apartheid 
regimes as Ncube, cited in Ewelukwa (2002:432) notes that, 
Most of what is today held out as "our" customary law is a "construction" of the colonial judiciary in complicity 
with some elders of the African society, who redesigned most of what is today presented as customary law so 
as to increase male authority and control over women and children, to compensate for the loss of their political 
and social power to the colonial state. 
 
The assimilation of native Africans to the dominant culture suggests no coincidence but some 
correlation as Africans are well known for embracing the principle of Ubuntu. Therefore, this 
also shows that culture is clearly not static; it is malleable and evolves with time.  
Nevertheless, as a Zulu-speaking widow who married into the Pedi culture, I felt my voice 
were silenced in three specific ways. Firstly, I had no say over the body of my husband. 
Secondly, I was not able to express my emotional grieving. Lastly, I struggled to find my voice 
about Tebogo’s possessions. I will now elaborate on these ways in which I felt silenced during 





Silence about his body 
What I would like to discuss here, is the patriarchal system that infiltrated my mourning journey 
as an African woman. As a woman who grew up being taught and socialised in the Zulu culture, 
I am well versed, trained and prepared for the life of submissiveness to authority, in particular 
of patriarchal and cultural order. During the mourning period, I, like most African widows in 
South Africa, was not allowed to question, argue, protest, or make any noise. This submissive 
position continues to be rationalised by the cultural belief that failure to adhere to such 
instructions would likely lead one to be (1) construed as being extremely talkative and 
unnecessarily confrontational even beyond the grieving process, (2) hindering the smooth 
transition of the deceased from this realm into that of the ancestors, and ultimately, (3) the 
recipient of misfortunes for the one not adhering to instructions. 
These expectations to refrain from making noise, coupled with the culturally prescribed 
mourning rituals, silenced my voice and left me as the passive recipient of important decisions. 
For example, on the very same day of Tebogo’s passing, there was a pronouncement that 
nothing could be done, and no decision could be made until his family arrived. Barely did 
Tebogo’s family arrive, or I was immediately muted by their utterances “it is our family 
tradition to bury in our homestead”. This meant that Tebogo was going to be buried back home 
in Limpopo, regardless of the fact that he had started his own family. Clearly, it was not up to 
me to decide where and when Tebogo would be buried or how the funeral proceedings would 
go. Similar to my case, Ewelukwa (2002) notes that, in Kenya under the Luo law, a widow is 
believed to have no right to bury her husband. 
In the midst of my silenced voice, there were, however, some flickers of hope that I would have 
a voice in some matters to do with Tebogo’s body. I was promised that I could choose my 
husband’s coffin. Yet, when I arrived at the funeral parlour, most of Tebogo’s family members 





was meant to be ‘my special moment’. My happiness was short lived, my decision was not 
going to be truly my decision as they made their preference known. For a short while, I thought 
I had their respect – that they trusted me with the selection of my husband’s coffin. According 
to Freire (2000), this is one of the tricks of the oppressor - to make the oppressed think they are 
respected by the oppressor. This erroneous belief by the oppressed aids the oppressor in 
maintaining control of their subjects (Freire 2000). 
Not only was I prohibited from making decisions about Tebogo’s funeral or the final resting 
place of his body, I also had no voice regarding the integrity of his body – a body I once knew 
so intimately. When I walked into the mortuary, I was drawn to incisions on Tebogo’s forehead 
and across his chest. He had been scarred, not from the accident but from the post-mortem that 
was ordered by his family without my consent. Adding to my pain, they ordered the post-
mortem to verify their accusations that I killed him. Just as much as Tebogo was scarred, I was 
also left emotionally scarred by what my in-laws had done and their belief around my role in 
his death. Nonetheless, hurt and shattered, I caressed his ice cold and hard body that lay 
helplessly on a stainless-steel table, attempting to put together the memory of the man I knew 
with the picture of the scarred man who lay dead in front of me. I left the parlour silently cursing 
the cultural belief that dictates humbleness and silence as it barred me from confronting the 
dominant forces who had robbed me of my last image of Tebogo. This was not unique to my 
experience as literature suggests that many African widows have to deal with accusations of 
killing their husbands and subsequent hostile treatment from their in-laws (Kotzé et al. 2012; 
Manala 2015; Manyedi et al. 2003; Rosenblatt and Nkosi, 2007). These findings are also 
echoed in the West African context (Sossou 2002). 
Given the above, it is clear that from the moment that Tebogo passed away, I was introduced 
to my verbally constricted self; devoid of any power to express feelings and frustrations. I could 





is simply how my culture is. Similarly, Gatwiri and Mumbi (2016) postulate that this 
submissiveness is a culturally expected behavioural trait from women with regards to their 
interaction with figures of authority, particularly men, in matters of authoritative expression 
and intellectual space. These cultural prescripts distinctly translate into a process of one being 
submerged into societal realities and discouraged from knowing and responding to the tangible 
realities of their own world. It is such oppressive ideologies that Freire (2003:30) has labelled 
the “culture of silence” as these cultural traditions and beliefs do not promote subordinate 
groups, like women, to engage in dialogue. In as much as the rituals present with oppressive 
realities for the widows, Freire (2000) suggests that it is not just the culture that dictates over 
the oppressed, but the oppressor also methodically creates belief systems that sustains 
exploitation of the oppressed. This leads the oppressed to internalise and perceive the 
oppressive system as normal and right. However, I did not experience it this way and I did not 
internalise these beliefs as I silently believed that I deserved to have a voice. Imposing their 
world view, I could not help but perceive my in-laws as the oppressors who denied me my 
autonomy as Tebogo’s wife as well as the power to exercise my preferred choices. I felt 
resentful about my silence, which was even more painful since I clearly saw the injustices that 
were imposed on me. In other words, perhaps I would have felt less pain and resentment if I 
only believed that the oppressive rituals were right and just. 
 
Silence about my emotional grieving 
According to Freire (2003), silence has more far-reaching outcomes than just constraining 
knowledge and response, it also confines the freedom to express emotion and pain. Being 
robbed of my autonomy did not only silence me in a practical way, it also silenced and drowned 
my emotional grieving. In other words, it felt that I was not only barred from making practical 





who is socialised in a culture that discourages engaging in dialogue, it should be no surprise 
that I quietly sat with my unexpressed feelings, pain, and the thoughts of being invisible in my 
own husband’s farewell. I felt that my emotions were silenced in two ways. Firstly, I was fully 
covered in a blanket. Being covered from head to toe by a blanket, I could not voice nor openly 
show my emotions to those I held dearest to my heart. Subsequently, I was not afforded the 
support that I needed. Exacerbating my silence and pain was the fact that the women in my life 
who could have protected and supported me (particularly, both my mothers - biological and in-
law), were also culturally silenced. Since they had not been on the widowhood journey of their 
own, they did not qualify to be in the grieving room with me. Nonetheless, I was indirectly 
denied the resource of social support that I needed to voice my pain. This was not just painful, 
but it also left me feeling more vulnerable and alone. 
In other words, I could not get the empathy that the ethics of care highlight as an important 
mitigator for negative emotions. In my attempt to understand the oppressive posture of these 
African customs, Collins (2000) defines oppression as a form of social injustice meted 
systematically over a long period of time by one group to deny another group access to social 
resources. 
Secondly, this very painful experience of being violated and oppressed referred to previously, 
did not only scar me from within, but it also compounded what was already a painful experience 
of loss. I could not merely focus on the pain of losing my husband, but I also had to deal with 
the pain of not being heard. I found it difficult to process the pain of my loss, since I did not 
have the comforting embrace of my support network. I therefore find it disheartening that 
Gatwiri and Mumbi (2016) seek to justify the impact and essence of silence as a force to combat 
oppression. Moreover, I struggle to find any reasonable and moral justification that endorses 
silence as a solution against oppression, taking into consideration the number of buried women 





empathy and open responsiveness to one another through dialogue, which, in essence, is the 
opposite of silence (Collins 2000).  
 
Silence about possessions  
The institute of marriage in African culture is but one of those social systems that, not only 
legitimise and entrench subjugation of African women, but also systematically places women 
to perpetual subjugation (Ewelukwa 2002). This is further engraved in the constitution of South 
Africa under customary law. Besides the traditional Western way of signing the registry, the 
customary law formally recognises the traditional marriage of black African citizens. Under 
customary law, a couple is considered married when the husband pays lobola (bride price). 
This traditional law dictates that “women have no rights to inheritance; all property, the home 
and everything in it goes to the husband’s family” (Hutson 2007:85). Reportedly, the 
application of this law does not protect widows, but rather perpetuate discrimination. This 
marital practice is not unique to South Africa as it is a common practice in sub-Saharan Africa 
(Ewelukwa 2002; Manala 2015). In a way, this further entrenches the belief that once married, 
the women is deemed to be the property of the husband or an object that is inherited by his 
family. In some cultures, a widow is even forced into levirate marriage to ensure that her late 
husband’s property or inheritance is kept in his family (Ewelukwa 2002; Peterman 2012). 
According to Freire (2000), this very imposed silence encapsulates the oppressor’s “need to 
have”. It was no different for me. Tebogo was not even completely frozen, when my in-laws 
questioned me about the gains resulting from his death. For instance, on the second day of his 
passing, they asked whether we were married in or outside community of property, whether we 
signed a prenuptial contract and so on. By virtue of having married my husband in a customary 
marriage, I had signed my life of autonomy away, since customary law only recognises 





Following their interest in the estate matters, it seemed like my in-laws felt entitled and 
‘rightfully’ eligible to demand their son’s estate. This was evident six weeks after we buried 
Tebogo when my in-laws went ahead of me, posing as the appropriate executors of my 
husband’s estate. They were bitterly disappointed as the relevant institutions only recognised 
me as the legitimate executor of his estate. While it was quite clear that I was drowning in my 
grief, pain and definitely not ready to deal with estate matters, my in-laws saw it as a perfect 
time to coerce me into a binding contract that financially benefited them. The contract as 
‘legalised’ by Tebogo’s uncle’s wife (aunt Mthetho) who was both a lawyer and Commissioner 
of Oaths, as well as the wife to the ruling chief (Tebogo’s uncle), stipulated that: 1) Our paid 
house, which my sister in-law rented from us when we moved to another part of town, would 
be registered as a family home, instead of being under my name. This was regardless of the 
fact that they knew that Tebogo and I intended to have that house as our retirement home. 2) I 
was never to increase the rental for as long as my sister-in-law was renting the house. 3) The 
bakkie that Tebogo had bought was to be transferred to his parents, and 4) regardless of who 
the beneficiary was, the monetary proceeds from his company and other life insurances were 
to be divided equally between me and his parents. The fact that a woman who by virtue was 
supposed to uphold the law and was well positioned to protect me and be my voice, decided to 
wrongfully use all her powers to collude with our in-laws was particularly hurtful for me. At 
this point, I was very much annoyed and agitated, my voice was screaming in my head, yet 
nothing dared me to vocalise my thoughts. I had to constantly remind myself that I am an 
ambassador of my own culture. In other words, because I was in a cross-cultural marriage, 
silence seemed like the only option to protect the reputation of my own culture. Perhaps, as 
mentioned earlier on in this paper, it makes absolute sense that I did resort to silence. Despite 
the fact that I do not believe that silence is a good response to oppression, but who was I to 





mechanism, that is not just culturally acceptable but informs the basis of my own foundation 
and identity. During the process of writing this dissertation, it came to my attention through a 
legal beneficiary tracing company that Tebogo’s family has been trying to apply for a new 
letter of executorship so that they can have access and claim monies that are due from Tebogo’s 
company shares. Eleven years on, I should not be shocked or surprised by my in-laws need to 
have; however, I still felt very annoyed and angry. 
As the legal executor of my husband’s estate, one of the internal tensions that defeated me into 
silence, was to choose whether I should allow the law or tradition to resolve the regrettable 
conflict. I had considered taking the legal route, but that would have been catastrophic for the 
harmony of the family, particularly on my husband’s family. This viewpoint is also shared by 
other African widows as Hutson (2007:85) put it: 
She did not oppose them because she knew she would be in a lot of ‘trouble’. Women do have access to 
lawyers, but many women do not know their rights and they would more than likely be ostracized by their 
family if they took any legal action. 
Unlike the women mentioned above, I had the benefit of both the knowledge of my rights and 
resources to challenge my in-laws legally, but I chose not to in order to preserve harmony 
within the family. Also, this was strategically done to avoid any conflict and possible 
victimisation which would create an unbearable life for myself and my daughter. Freire (2000) 
would argue that, I had not arrived at my resolve by choice. Instead, not exercising my right 
towards my in-laws was induced by fear of attaining possible freedom from them as my 
oppressors. This is one of the elements he devised as possessed in the psyche of the oppressed, 
even suggesting that the oppressed go to an extent of finding or creating comfort in this reality. 
In a way, as the oppressed group, we internalise oppression to a point that we end up 
normalising being oppressed and eventually fear being freed from it. Indeed, I created my own 
comfort by naively believing that not legally challenging my in-laws would keep me in the 





sake of belonging and surviving possible hostility, my personal fear of the consequences of 
upsetting the oppressive system, led me to further submerge myself in an oppressive reality. 
On the other hand, exercising my right may have been an empowering endeavour on my part 
had I gone that route. But as suggested by the black feminist thought, without alliances and 
partnerships to provide protection and strengthen my confrontational voice (the women in my 
life were also silenced), it may have been a risky decision that may have resulted with my 
daughter and I being ill-treated (Collins 2000). This experience resonates with Freire’s 
observation that, once the oppressed try to liberate themselves, they often resort to immersing 
themselves into their oppressive realities (Freire 2000). As noted by Hutson (2007: 84): 
…even as conventional wisdom tries to give African women more of a voice and more of a handle in society, 
traditional viewpoints remain overpowering and overbearing, and therefore women lose the voice that such 
modern ideas may have briefly given them. 
Silence appears to take an integral part of the extrication process, one that cannot be wished 
away but necessary, for it precedes the point of rupture where one finds a voice. Nonetheless 
in my case, the process of driving me to silence was a concerted and immense entrenchment to 
keep me in a protracted state of voicelessness through subjugation. 
Given everything I have said so far about the intended and unintended silence regarding 
Tebogo’s body, my own emotional pain and the need to have, it can be deduced that I was 
oppressed as I was constantly subdued into a mindless and voiceless body. In the name of 
staying true and loyal to my culture – that requires invisibility and silence – I found myself 
grappling with the pain of being practically and emotionally silenced. Of course, it could be 
argued that I could have spoken up – but it would have been to the detriment of the reputation 
of my culture, the harmony within the family and the safety of my daughter. The question 






Loneliness: The Invisible Widowhood Bars  
One significant and most prominent requirement of African rites is that of isolation. This is 
very much evident in the rites of passage (male initiation) for many African boys to manhood. 
Though the explanation given below is in relation to one of the African cultures (Xhosa in this 
case), the grounding principles of rite of passage are just about the same for other African 
cultures in South Africa. As illustrated by Mayatula and Mavundla, as cited by Vincent 
(2008:85): 
Xhosas see initiation rites as a symbolic death, through pain and isolation from the society, from which springs 
new life and rebirth as a new being, a man, who has outgrown everything related to childhood. It enables 
incorporation into the society as a new responsible member, one who will contribute to its values and orderly 
existence. The ritual encompasses a whole set of values and norms and not merely excision of the prepuce. A 
person who has undergone the ritual is expected to think and behave in a new and constructive manner unlike 
before, when he was a boy and all manner of antisocial acts were tolerated from him. 
From the extract above, it is clear that isolation was not intended to cause harm – it was 
intended to  equip boys with cultural knowledge and teach them moral values as they graduate 
to manhood. In the same vein, I believe that African mourning customs – including mourning 
rituals for widows - were initially created to provide a much meaningful value system that 
would symbolically and spiritually aid widows in their healing process. Perhaps isolation of 
the widow was supposed to provide time and space for the widow to gather her thoughts, 
refocus and meditate in preparation for the reality of life without her husband. Isolation also 
served another purpose – it was intended to protect the widow against possible victimisation. 
There exist the belief in many African cultures that widows carry with them a “bad omen”. It 
is therefore highly likely that they could be an easy target for accusations of bringing bad luck 
should there be unfortunate events occurring in the community (Manala 2015:3). Therefore, it 
may be that isolation of widows was intended to protect them from possible victimisation 
(Manala 2015). 
However, whatever the intent behind these rituals were and continue to be, it was an isolating 





within the mourning process through three main symbolic requirements. First, there is the 
requirement to sit on a mattress – the process that is referred to as ‘the sitting’. Second, the 
prescribed attire for the duration of the mourning further symbolises isolation. And, third, 
specific rules and regulations that steer the mourning journey amplify and enforce loneliness 
and isolation. I will elaborate on each one of these mourning rituals and explain how it isolated 
me during a time when I needed support most.  
 
‘The Sitting’: Prison cell with the invisible bars 
Traditionally, isolation of widows is enacted in accordance with the grieving phase or stage. 
Sitting on a mattress is one of the three symbolic and traditional forms of isolation during the 
grieving process. As soon as the husband passes on, the bereaved spouse has to sit on a mattress 
for the entire time preceding the actual burial. This is the first phase of mourning before the 
burial. This practice is widely popular in most African cultures within sub-Sahara Africa, in 
particular in Southern Africa (Manala 2015). 
I vividly remember being ushered straight into the bedroom I shared with my husband, where 
the mattress was the only item of furniture left in the room. Silently, I referred to this room as 
“my official mourning office”. Throughout the grieving process (which was eight days in my 
case), I was expected to sit on that mattress facing the wall with the blanket covering my body 
and face. I was only allowed to leave the mattress when I needed to use the bathroom. Although 
there were elderly women in the room with me, I had no real connection with them. Only 
widows or very old women were permitted to be in the room with me. This meant that my 
mother could not sit on the mattress with me as she had not been on the widowhood journey. 
Therefore, that mattress became my prison cell, with the edges bearing invisible bars that 





My initial emotional response from this experience was that of loneliness. Loneliness is 
described as an “experienced lack of social contacts, intimacy or support in social 
relationships” (Van Baarsen et al. 2001:120). As defined by Drenth et al. (2013) loss is not just 
that of a person, instead it should be viewed as deprivation of something that one previously 
possessed or was attached to. It is, therefore, unfortunate that when someone dies, the grieving 
rites only takes the loss of a human life into consideration rather than the social deprivation of 
the bereaved. As fresh as was my wound, I had not only lost my husband that day, but I also 
lost the support of the people that could have provided me with much needed support. This on 
its own violated the basic principle of the ethics of care: empathy (Collins 2000). I did not have 
access to, or the comforting embrace, of the empathy from those who were closest to me. 
 
The Attire: Setting the prisoner apart from those who are free 
The second symbolic traditional form of isolation is represented by the specific coloured attire 
or clothes (inzilo) that widows are expected to wear during the symbolic mourning process 
(ukuzila). This attire is prescribed by the husband’s family. Thus, the colour of the attire may 
vary from one traditional group to another. This mourning process  is resumed the day after the 
burial of the husband, for a period that is determined by the family elders. The application and 
the duration of  the mourning rituals – including the prescribed timeframe for the attire - varies 
from one family or ethnic group to another (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata 2014; Manala 2015; 
Okorie 1995). Although the duration of the symbolic mourning varies within cultural groups, 
it is often between three to twelve months, depending on the decision by the husband’s family. 
For instance, in my Zulu culture or, at least in our village in the Midlands, when someone 
passes away in an accident, the mourning period for the widow is six months. Whereas, in the 
Pedi culture my mourning duration was set to be twelve months despite Tebogo passing away 





In order to officially resume my position as a widow and the process of ukuzila,  I was given 
my cultural mourning attire the day following Tebogo’s funeral. Continuing with the prison 
analogy, like any other prison, there must be a uniform to distinguish in appearance between 
prisoners who are isolated from society and those that are free men. As determined by my in-
laws, my prison sentence extended over one year. During this time,  my outfit or mourning 
attire was nothing but 1) three black dresses, 2) black isiphika (something like a shawl) to wear  
over my shoulders, 3) a black doek (cloth head wrap, pronounced d-u-k) on my head, 4) black 
shoes and 5) black stockings for cold days.  
The above-mentioned attire contributed largely to my isolation during the mourning period. 
The stigma of “bad luck” and “bad omen” that cleave to the mourning attire, brings forth social 
negativity towards the widow. In my experience, my black attire was one of the precipitants 
for my lack of support, as the stigma around the attire increased the possibility of my isolation. 
People tended to shy away or keep their distance from me, simply because of the common 
beliefs of impurity that are associated with mourning attire. My experience concurs with Drenth 
et al. (2013) who believes that, as the representation of darkness within the community, the 
mourning attire induces discrimination and marginalisation of the widow. 
 
The behavioural manual that becomes the life of a prisoner  
Lastly, the traditional grieving rules and regulations become the penultimate requirement and 
symbol of isolation. These are a set of rules that the widow is expected to adhere to throughout 
the duration of the given mourning period. This phase occurs post-burial of the husband and 
come into effect once the widow received the mourning attire (Baloyi and Makobe-Rabothata 
2014; Ewelukwa 2002; Kotzé et al. 2012; Manyedi et al. 2003).  
Once the prisoners have been sentenced and have the uniform to distinguish them from “free 





– for the duration of their imprisonment. For the duration of the process of ukuzila, I was 
governed by a set of rules. Firstly, I needed to ensure that I was home before sunset every day, 
as a widow cannot be out on the streets at night. Secondly, my mourning attire could only be 
washed at night and nobody was allowed to wash it but me (not even my house helper). Thirdly, 
I needed to refrain from any social gatherings or recreational activities (such as parties, 
funerals, weddings, gym) that involved being in the public space. Fourthly, I was confined to 
my home, and I was only allowed to go out to attend to matters that needed my personal 
attention (work, groceries, estate matters), thereby limiting my freedom of movement. This 
confinement included refraining from visiting other households, including my parents’ house, 
friends and relatives. Fifthly, I had to comport myself, limiting who I spoke to and also avoid 
eye contact. Although the latter is considered to be the reflection of humbleness during 
bereavement, I could not help but feel it took away my freedom of expression. Lastly, if I 
happened to take public transport, I needed to go to the back seat of the taxi as I was not allowed 
to expose people to my back as it is believed that it would emit bad luck for other passengers. 
According to Drenth et al. (2013), application of such terms and conditions do not lower the 
widow’s status in society, but they are inhuman and breach widow’s human rights. Given the 
fact that they are imposed on the widow, these prescribed practices tend to inflict pain and 
anguish, making them inhumane. Sadly, the widow cannot decide to opt out of these rituals as 
she is expected to serve and respect her husband even in death. This sometimes leaves the 
widow between a rock and a hard place – turning away and refusing to adhere to these rituals 
might indicate to others that she disrespect her husband (even though this might not be true), 
or adhering to these rituals while feeling the agony of loneliness and voicelessness. This simply 
reinforces the notion of the women being deemed the property of her husband.  
For me, loneliness persisted for far too long. The process of ukuzila became a representation 





I could not visit my own family while I wore these clothes. The relationship with my in-laws 
had been ruptured. Of course, this would be expected, by Freire’s (2003) analysis that the 
oppressors’ obsession with the need to have, far supersedes the ultimate goal of humanity and 
compassion. Only a certain portion of friends were willing to tolerate the strict conditions or 
rules around seeing me. But the honest truth is, even the minimal support networks that I had 
eventually collapsed and took away with them what Collins (2000) refers to as an instrumental 
resource in mitigating negative emotions presented in the current narrative. Therefore, the very 
same people whom I was supposed to find comfort from, were not able to provide it as there 
were rules that barred free interaction and eventually limiting my access to social support. Due 
to this forced aloneness, I lost the element that could have enhanced my well-being and perhaps 
assisted in my regaining my pre-loss state of functioning. 
 
Psychological effects of isolation 
The societal isolation I experienced in being barred from social activities and practically treated 
as if I had an infectious disease, did not only take away my sense of belonging in the 
community. Instead, the feeling of imprisonment exacerbated and entrenched the pain of 
silence. My social isolation was nothing different from what the world is currently experiencing 
due to the Covid-19 outbreak. We are living in the world of being confined in our homes, we 
cannot freely engage in conversations without masks, and visiting relatives and engaging in 
social activities is prohibited (Fiorillo and Gorwood 2020; Galea, Merchant and Lurie 2020). 
The purpose of the current restrictions and imposed isolation are instituted to benefit our health, 
but isolation is not in our nature as human beings. Prolonged isolation has a detrimental impact 
on mental health (Galea et al. 2020). In addition, existing mental conditions such as anxiety, 
depression, loneliness, fear, substance use, behavioural disturbances are often exacerbated 





isolation has dire consequences for both cognitive and emotional wellbeing to humans, and 
reportedly, may contribute to the high-risk factors to morbidity and mortality rate in humans 
(Cacioppo and Hawkley 2009; Cacioppo et al. 2015; Leigh-Hunt et al. 2017). 
Similarly, my isolation during the mourning process became a fertile ground for the 
development of pathologies such as depression, anxiety, low self-esteem and doubt in my own 
capabilities. This is not unique to my situation, since literature suggests that being deprived 
from desired or needed relationships often becomes the catalyst for negative psychological 
outcomes such as sadness, despair, anger, frustration, reduced self-esteem and depression 
(Biordi and Nicholson 2013). It is not surprising that with my forced alienation, I felt as if my 
world was closing in on me, leaving me feeling powerless in my life. I remained confined 
within the walls of my house, except for when I had to go to work or do groceries. My world 
became colder and lonely, as people tended to shy away or avoided me in order to protect 
themselves from the bad luck that I could transmit to them.  
 Having lost my valuable relationships, together with the society that treated me like I had an 
infectious disease, I felt I had nowhere to run for comfort. Hence, I often  thought of taking my 
life, because nothing seemed to matter since I could not oppose the rituals that are believed to 
be my way of showing respect to my late husband and maintain the name and dignity of my 
in-laws.  
Loneliness became too painful to bear. Nobody seemed alerted by my loneliness and emptiness. Several nights 
I would put Elihle to bed and head to the bathroom where I sat with a handful of tablets ready to follow Tebogo. 
not that driving right into a truck never crossed my mind. I felt emptier and colder with each month. Until one 
day, I think Elihle could see or sense my pain. She hugged me so tightly, asked me to stay, she promised to 
look after me. She assured me that she will be a good girl and she knew daddy is always watching us. This cut 
through my already shattered heart. It reminded me that there was still a person who cared and needed me as 
broken as I was. I had to live, if not for myself, then for her. (Personal excerpt of my feelings). 
I was not only isolated and ostracised from my most foundational sanctuary, meaning my 
immediate family and friends, but I felt that my attire also made it a point that I was cast aside 
by society. I struggled to sleep and if I did, it was because I cried myself to sleep. Slowly but 





wound deepened, the pain of being lonely was excruciating, depressing and totally unbearable 
but nobody seemed alerted by my loneliness. Accordingly, the re-occurring isolative and 
discriminative environment as posed by the cultural decorum, is not only a critical barrier to 
the livelihood of  the widow but it is a mechanism that reinforces insensitivity and an uncaring 
culture towards those who are vulnerable and unheard within the dominant societal ideologies 
(Collins 2000). To date, the purpose of these isolative practices in our mourning rituals remains 
a mystery to me. But, even if the intentions were good, the probability of the depression, 
loneliness and suicidal thoughts that I experienced would remain the same given what we know 
about isolation. 
In the beginning, as much as I despised my forced solitude that was entrenched within the Pedi 
and Zulu mourning rites, I developed some kind of coping mechanism. I grew to appreciate my 
voluntary aloneness in the bathroom. I was forced to find other means to alleviate the pain of 
loneliness and loss throughout the grieving protocol and even beyond. The feeling of hot water 
over my body allowed me to express my deepest pain while providing external warmth to my 
perishing body. The bathroom, in the absence of unwanted social support, became my 
sanctuary, a place where I had no boundaries, no dictatorship and no cultural expectations 
imposed on me on how I must behave or carry myself. Biordi and Nicholson (2013) postulate 
that voluntary distancing or disengaging from one’s network may be accompanied by more 
positive feelings such as enhancing one’s psyche. I can fully agree as my aloneness in the 
bathroom was comforting as it was a space where I could be myself, gaining every bit of power 
to be in control without the need to hide under a blanket, a place where I could recollect my 
thoughts and reconnect with myself. 
Even though I was familiar with these mourning practices as they are also applicable in my 
Zulu culture, I still felt adversely affected by their application. The rituals did not seem to make 





belief that they induced or contributed towards lack of social support that I experienced. 
Therefore, besides being the element that deprives the bereaved freedom of movement, these 
mourning protocols also enforce the widow’s social alienation. As Biordi and Nicholson (2013) 
suggest, it is not unusual for humans to seek companionship or relationships as this is 
fundamental to one’s feeling of belonging, personality and social well-being. Then, it should 
be no surprise that beyond my involuntary isolation, I felt socially rejected, that I did not 
belong, resulting in my social withdrawal by the time I had completed my mourning process. 
As the result of being alienated, I had not had any emotional holding or space to process what 
was to be my new life. In a way, it felt like this process hindered my adjustment to the new life 
or mourning process in a way that felt comfortable. To concur my feelings, Drenth et al. (2013) 
postulates that conforming to the rules of society often leads to suppression of one’s own 
experience after losing a loved one. This can be considered a unique form of oppression, as I 
was deprived of the opportunity to attend to my emotional and mental state by focusing on the 
needs of culture. The only outstanding feature left to be reached was that of complete loss of 
identity, the ultimate pinnacle of oppression. 
The dire gender disparities observed in the application of isolation requirements for traditional 
mourning cannot be ignored.  I could possibly be naïve to think the difference in application of 
the rituals between males and females has nothing to do with patriarchal tenets. Although men 
do have specific rituals that they need to follow after spousal loss, they are accorded special 
treatment (Ewelukwa 2002; Kotzé et al. 2012; Manala 2015; Sossou 2002). Unlike women, 
there are no sanctions that are imposed on men should they default on their adherence to the 
customary rituals. At the most, men may only have to deal with public scorn, whereas women’s 
failure to adhere to the rituals is severely frowned upon and  result in dire consequences (such 
as being sanctioned, confirmed complicit in her husband’s death, and so on). It is therefore 





consistent with the black feminist thinking in trying to make sense of socialisation of black 
women, in that the objectification of African women in these cultures is borne out of a binary 
way of thinking to understand human differences (Collins 2000). Collins (2000:70) proclaims: 
“In binary thinking, one element is objectified as the other and is viewed as an object to be 
manipulated and controlled”. The relation in these binary elements (oppressor and oppressed) 
cannot just assume differences, but also inequality that causes perpetual tensions that are only 
temporarily stabilised by means of subordinating one element to the other (Collins 2000). In 
the same way that white people historically ruled black people and men dominated women, 
Collins (2000) asserts that this Western ontological prescript of binary thinking is highly 
unstable, and perhaps unnatural. 
 
Becoming to Unbecome 
Since the pronouncement of Tebogo’s passing, I had lost a lot of things. Losing him was the 
catalyst that created a domino effect. I had lost my appetite, sense of time, respect for my in-
laws and to some degree, the respect and value for the essence of the mourning traditions. I felt 
that I was stripped of my identity in various ways that included, amongst other things, (1) being 
covered with a blanket, (2) my hair being shaven to the scalp the day after the funeral, (3) 
adhering to cleansing rites, and, (4) being provided with specific attire to wear for the duration 
of the mourning period. I will elaborate on each one of these rituals and behaviours and the 
various ways in which it robbed me of who I was. 
 
The widow’s hidden identity 
The widow resumes the mourning rituals almost directly after the passing of her husband (prior 
to the funeral). The first element of resuming the widowhood journey, is being covered with a 





on the mattress, she is covered with the blanket and instructed to avoid any form of interaction. 
This is considered to be part of the many ways of showing humbleness, inconsolable sadness 
and respect for her late husband. 
In general, it is not unusual in African cultures to find a blanket on a mattress nor a person 
covered in one laying on a mattress or bed. For the better part of my understanding and 
observation of African traditions, particularly the Nguni culture (this would be Zulu, Xhosa, 
Ndebele and Swazi), the use of a blanket in cultural rituals is always associated with positive 
sentiments. It usually starts with the birth of a child when a special new blanket is brought to 
receive and welcome the new-born. Thereafter, the gesture of the blanket would follow every 
other critical life stage. When the child is a girl, she is gifted with blankets when she gets 
married so she may keep the home warm. When the child is a boy, he is gifted with a blanket 
that he is only allowed to use once he comes of age, which symbolises his responsibility as a 
man. This trend would follow through to death, whereupon a blanket is laid over the coffin as 
a gesture to keep the passed-on spirit warm as it transcends into the ancestral world. In essence, 
the blanket generally represents an enduring symbol of warmth. However, my experience was 
not ordinary jovial circumstances that are generally associated with the blanket. I was mourning 
the loss of my husband. 
On the day of Tebogo’s passing, I was expected to sit on the mattress facing the wall, covered 
with the blanket from head to toe. While sitting on the mattress, I was not permitted to sleep or 
lie down during the day. I was not allowed to speak to anyone, nor was I afforded the 
opportunity to show any person a glimpse of my sorrowful face. The only people who were 
permitted to see my tear-streaked face, were the elderly women who sat in the room with me 
and narrated the circumstances of Tebogo’s death to community mourners. Sitting on the 
mattress under a blanket – hidden from view – became my position until after the burial 





my humanity and becoming some kind of object, a mourning object perhaps. I felt validated 
when I read that Ramphele (1996) highlighted that after losing her husband, the widow 
becomes the visual form of loss as the mourning rituals turn her body into a focus of attention. 
Moreover, I could not help but feel that the use of the blanket was neither utilised for its 
generally accepted positive symbolism of providing warmth, dignity and showing respect. 
Instead, I felt like it was a way of hiding or erasing my identity from our community since post-
funeral, I was going to be resuming a new character of being a widow. Any argument that may 
arise that is contrary to my perception would have to contend with this question; why was the 
blanket used to cover the whole body, as opposed to being over my shoulders if it was to give 
me comfort or signify my respect and humbleness both to Tebogo and his family? 
 
Desexualisation of the widow 
Traditionally, the second element that signifies the start of the mourning process post-burial is 
when the close family members’ hair are entirely shaved to the scalp. This is a process that all 
immediate family members of the deceased go through (Manala 2015). For the widow, in 
particular, adhering to this ritual shows respect and honour for her husband. It also signify a 
complete physical separation from her husband. According to Rosado (2003) being shaven bald 
is often associated with acts of protests and devotion. However, in the case of mourning, 
shaving off hair signifies death and, when the hair grows back, it symbolises  strengthening of 
the new life. 
As could be expected, to officially resume my membership to the widowhood social club, I 
was summoned for a haircut outside the house. In front of me stood an elderly lady with a razor 
blade in her hand to shave off my below-the-shoulder-blade length hair. I watched in despair 
with each strand falling to the ground. In an instant, I was bald-headed. Usually adherence to 





adhere to this tradition. Yet, I was the only one subjected to the ritual, and this made me 
interpret this process as a deliberate and personalised attack. As such, I was no longer certain 
if this process of taking away part of my sense of self was intended to rebirth me as a new 
individual who was to exist without Tebogo or if it was meant to break me. Regardless, I was 
left feeling both hurt and angry, especially since my hair was a symbolic part of our love story, 
particularly when he first laid eyes on me and on our wedding day. Perhaps, had I voluntarily 
asked to shave my hair, I might not have interpretted this process so negatively. Instead, it 
would have symbolised a part of me that died with Tebogo, and the hair’s growth the life I was 
resuming without him. 
It is a known fact for ages and across cultures that hair is a symbol of beauty, particularly for 
women (Bankhead and Johnson 2014). For most women, dressing hair has always been 
associated with beauty, and one I had also adopted. Hair communicates, amongst other things, 
feelings, age, social status and origins (Rosado 2003). Being left bald, I felt unattractive, since 
hair partly formed, and continue to form, an essential part of my confidence, sense of self and 
identity. Equally, Bankhead and Johnson (2014) allude to this notion by suggesting that there 
exists a moderate positive correlation between self-esteem and hair-esteem. Hair-esteem refers 
to positive feelings attached to one’s natural hair (Bankhead and Johnson 2014). As soon as 
the process that robbed me of my ‘beauty’ ended, I was left wondering, about the person whom 
I would see when I look in the mirror. What broke me further was that this ritual was performed 
by women, knowing very well what hair means to a woman. Sossou (2002) suggests that 
vesting the performance of widowhood rites in other women is strategically done by the 
dominant forces so as to silence the widows into submission and acceptance of the practice as 
appropriate and respectful. In a way, this ensures less resistance and allows the oppressor to 
break the spirit of the oppressed (such as the widows in this case) as well as discredit their 






Cleansing off death impurities 
The third element that ensures the widow’s readiness of resuming her new identity is the 
performance of cleansing rites. There are various forms of cleansing rituals that are performed 
during mourning, but  the specific rituals are dependent on various cultural or clan group beliefs 
(Manala 2015). Both in the Pedi and Zulu cultures widows are expected to, amongst others, 
take traditional herbs in order to purify or neutralise the sefifi (bad luck that is associated with 
death) (Manyedi et al. 2003). These cleansing rituals are performed both at the beginning as 
well as at the end of the process of ukuzila (traditional practice of mourning to show respect to 
the deceased). Particularly, the cleansing at the end of the symbolic customary mourning is 
considered to be more of a purification process that enables the widow to be re-integrated into 
society and re-enter ordinary life. During this process, an animal is slaughtered so there can be 
blood-shed. The blood and bile of the animal are used together with the traditional herbs to 
bathe the widow so as to cleanse her of impurities and the contaminated spirit of death 
(Rosenblatt and Nkosi 2007). 
I was not excused from these cleansing rites. Immediately after watching my hair fall to the 
ground, I was motioned towards the tin tub that was filled with a mixture of traditional herbs 
and cold water. The same elderly lady who had cut my hair was scrubbing me all over my 
body. For three consecutive mornings after this stripped-naked-cleansing, I had to steam my 
whole body using a mixture of traditional herbs. This meant that I sat around an open fire for 
almost 15 minutes, covered in nothing but a large plastic sheet. On the fire was a boiling pot 
of special herbs. After this three-day process, I was taken to a spiritual healer’s house. Here, I 
felt violated once again as two 20 litre buckets of cold ‘holy’ water was poured over my naked 
body. I stood there like an empty shell, feeling dehumanised, humiliated and stripped bare 





ultimate benefit of complete alienation from being. There was nothing symbolically healing I 
could draw from the practice. In my view, it is strategically impeccable that this is done by a 
stranger, to emotionally dissociate the mourner from the ‘washer’, and the ‘washer’ from the 
mourner. This further dissociate the mourner from any perceived tangible reference to her 
identity. I must admit, the stripped-naked-bath (cleansing) by a complete stranger outside the 
house was by far the most intense and dehumanising experience of my life. It characterised the 
inhumane cultural intention and the ultimate loss of my autonomy as a widow, further 
emphasising my earlier suspicions of a deliberate and personalised attack.  
This strategic method of breaking down the oppressed, in particular women, has been used for 
the longest time especially in incarceration sites during strip searching (McCulloch and George 
2008). In light of the asymmetrical power balances that existed between me and my in-laws 
during my mourning period, it is safe to suggest that similar characteristics that resemble the 
dehumanising practices endured by women in incarceration could be drawn from my 
experience. Capturing my own feelings in this process is a statement in a Queensland report 
cited in McCulloch and George (2008:113), which reflects my own feelings as follows: 
…strip search diminished their self-esteem as human beings and greatly emphasized feelings of vulnerability 
and worthlessness. Strip searches can greatly undermine the best attempts being made by prison authorities to 
rehabilitate women prisoners, through programs and counselling to rebuild self-esteem, cognitive and 
assertiveness skills. 
What the state did to women in incarceration is similar to what the African mourning rites does 
to widows – which is to diminish their self-esteem. I must emphasise that it is not surprising to 
know that woman’s bodies throughout history, by means of rape and sexual violence, has 
always been the target and weapons of oppression from biblical times to colonisation 
(McCulloch and George 2008). Just as the strip searches were excused as means to ensure 





(bad luck) and get rid of the dead spirit. Considering that, this is done in a way that dehumanises 
women, therefore, it defeats the purpose of the cleansing ritual. 
Blackening of the widow 
Fourth and lastly, the specific attire worn for the duration of the mourning period become the 
final element of identity loss. As discussed in the previous theme, the widow’s mourning attire 
and the mourning duration is prescribed by the husband’s family elders after the burial. To 
mark the end of the formal mourning period, the widow’s attire is burned as she is not allowed 
to keep these clothes since it is a representation of darkness that is associated with death. This 
sets the widow free to live a normal life as an ordinary member of society. 
Therefore, an integral part of the ‘new’ me required that I could no longer wear my old ‘normal’ 
clothes. This is what I refer to as ‘blackening of the widow’ since my attire was strictly black 
coloured clothing. This attire was also socially restrictive as there was a behavioural manual 
that I had to adhere to while wearing these clothes that separated me from the “non-grieving” 
world. I perceive it as the final stamp of acquiring my membership to the widowhood club. 
Hendricks, as cited in Maposa (2012:151), indicates that: 
Any form of official widowhood would never be complete without the prescribed uniform (clothing). The 
significance of the dress code, at any given point in time, cannot be undermined as it is purported that it “speaks 
in ways and of things that people, for reasons of cultural and political constraint, often cannot’. She thus 
recognises dress as a ‘fundamental idiom for the indirect expression of powerful, socially held ideas. 
 
As such, my wardrobe needed to be altered in accordance with the mourning rites of ukuzila. 
In a way, I needed to become someone who others would recognise as a grieving person. This 
engraved what others may call ‘new beginnings’ for me but for me it meant I was officially 
resuming my identity as a widow. 
My all-black mourning attire as described in the previous theme, became my new identity as 
that was the only way people started seeing and recognising me…a widow. I ceased to exist as 
myself and became another person - a woman in black with no hair and a dozen rules that 





moving from one site to another on a daily basis, I now only had three dresses to wear for 
twelve months. As a young widow, the use of the unattractive and highly stigmatised dress 
code left me feeling desexualised. Working with different people every day, my attire was an 
instant communication of my grief to the public, even leading to some public members feeling 
they had the right to ask me about my loss. It invited unwelcomed and uncomfortable stares 
and pity, especially since I was so young. It should be no surprise that along with the 
diminishing attractiveness, my new status in society also left me feeling disorientated. It is 
known that one’s sense of self is shaped through their internalisation of certain beliefs, 
behaviours and attitudes (Greenaway et al. 2016). Studies have also shown that when this 
subjective identification is lost, the individual is likely to experience both increased physical 
and psychological vulnerability (Greenaway et al. 2016). Accordingly, within the prescribed 
clothing, stood a woman whose body was gradually vanishing such that clothes began to hang 
over her. I knew it was me but could not recognise who I had become. Simply put, my attire 
further exacerbated the feelings of hopelessness, loss of personal identity, lack of confidence 
and to some degree emptiness. 
Arguably, in their study Greenaway et al. (2016) postulate that acquisition of a new identity 
has satisfying beneficial effects on psychological needs in the form of belonging, control, 
meaningful existence and self-esteem, provided the individual identifies with the group they 
are joining. Therefore, since my attire had ostracised and left me feeling lonely and 
discriminated against, it may be worth interrogating as to, which group was I joining when I 
resumed or ended my mourning journey? In a way, there was nothing that felt containing of 
my new identity – instead I felt lost.  
I thought that I would regain some of my identity post-mourning. I was looking forward to the 
customary end to this restrictive journey. At the end of the prescribed mourning period, the 





her grieving is no longer regulated by any particular public mourning expectations. However, 
contrary to these traditions, while I could go on to have an ordinary life, I was soon told lebitla 
la mosadi ke bogadi (meaning ‘a woman’s grave is at the place of her in-laws’). I felt that the 
timing of being made aware of this Pedi proverb was strategically imposed to indicate that I 
was not expected to remarry elsewhere. Moreover, at the end of customary mourning, my in-
laws did not fully adhere to the cultural expectation in my purification process. For example, 
there was no animal slaughtered particularly for the occasion and I was not bathed in the 
traditional herb mixture used for purification as described earlier on. Therefore, I could not 
help but interpret their deliberate ignorance of the ritual aspect that was meant to set me free, 
as an intention to keep me captive and to continuously experience misfortunes and never to 
find the relief and comfort that is said to be brought about by this practice. It became clear to 
me that I could never exist as myself again. Instead, I was to simply remain that woman who 
is known as a widow, particularly, Tebogo’s widow. 
Given what I have described above, spousal loss does strip one of their sense of being in the 
world and continuously exalt the position of the men even in their death. Nothing was going to 
be ordinary about my life post customary mourning. I had endured the hiding of my identity, 
lost my sense of self through being desexualised, humiliated and feeling unattractive. Who I 
was, had been stripped off. I did not feel like there was ever going to be the ‘me’ I knew at the 
end of the mourning tunnel. Perhaps, it is no wonder that Sossou (2002) notes that the African 
mourning customs do not only forever alter the way the widows are seen by the external 
society, but they impact far more traumatically on women than anyone else, particularly when 
compared to their male counterparts. According to literature, the widowers’ customary 
mourning demonstration is less demanding and incomparable to that of the widows. (Ewelukwa 







In this research, I have listed various themes that illustrate my experiences of mourning 
practices as a young African widow. Firstly, I spoke about the silencing effects of mourning 
rituals. Secondly, I addressed the loneliness that I suffered as the result of the isolative nature 
of the rituals. And, lastly, I expressed my feelings of being robbed of my sense of self. 
The patriarchal and cultural order of submissiveness remains a catalyst that creates and 
confines subordinate groups, including women, from the freedom to express their feelings. 
Hence, silence remains the only normality that African widows acknowledge as the appropriate 
response to mourning. Silence chipped away bits and bits of my dignity and personality over 
time to a point where I could barely recognise myself. Silence is by far the deadliest of diseases 
caused by oppression and mediated by culture and societal ideologies. The spirit of humanity, 
caring and respect (Ubuntu) is the canonical philosophy and binding principle of African life, 
that extends far beyond the boundaries of humanity to include nature and the greater universe. 
Yet the glaring absence of Ubuntu in the discrimination and oppressive treatment of widows 
during the mourning rituals and practices, left a bitter and unsavoury taste in my mouth. 
To be barred from engaging in dialogue inhibits any possibility of change, resulting in the 
oppression wheel being re-invented from one generation to the next. As entrenched in the 
culture of silence, deep inside, I was dying as I silently chewed and digested the generationally 
inherited mourning practices that elevated levels of intrusive negative thoughts rather than 
healing me. Therefore, to some extent, the sociocultural prescriptions of grief and mourning 
hindered my adaptation to loss as I felt burdened with psychological wounds more than healing. 
I became preoccupied with meeting the cultural demands and high expectations of executing 
the prescribed grieving instructions, rather than investing time and energy to emotionally 
process the loss towards healing. This shows how a cultural practice that is designed for one 





my time of despair, its inappropriate use for control led to suppression of my emotional 
experience. To be clear, I am not saying that the rituals should not be there, but the process 
should be flexible and respectful to the person that is undergoing the grieving, so they can take 
what they feel would be healing for them in their process.  
Given the above, if the  psychological diagnostic feature of setting a cut-off period between 
normal and complicated grief as set in the DSM-5 is anything to go by, then I should be 
pardoned if twelve months later when I ended my cultural process, I had not regained my 
‘normal’ functioning and adjusted to my new normal. I was not  ready yet to accept that Tebogo 
was gone. According to the DSM-5 criterion, my difficulty in letting go within the specified 
time span, may have been perceived as pathological. But the truth is, for the duration of my 
mourning, I had to conceal my emotional pain and my emptiness while I ensured that I fully 
executed the cultural expectations that were upon me as a black African widow. I wanted to do 
right by my late husband, our families as well as my own tribal group since I was in a cross-
cultural marriage. Therefore, it is for this reason that bereavement process cannot be understood 
exclusively in a linear and pathologizing fashion. Instead, we need to understand that the way 
in which individuals perceive and respond to death and display grief may be determined by 
cultural beliefs, traditions, and mourning behaviours. 
Having said the above, the limitations of the study are inherently unavoidable due to the nature 
of the methodology that I applied. This is evident by the unilateral view explored, analysed and 
concluded by the subject of the study. However, that does not invalidate my experience as not 
part of the discourse of interest from which it is extracted from. By using autoethnography to 
critically reflect on the underlying oppressive nature of the mourning rituals, I had hope of 
revealing how cultural social forces can influence the journey of grief. In turn, this may assist 
psychologists to be mindful of the unique cultural context when working with black African 





informative themes will motivate those who are in a comparable situation but are still hesitant 
to find their voice. Moreover, that this study would give an insight that can spark or promote 
the need of starting a dialogue to end the oppression of African widows. 
For the longest time, widows have endured the unjust realities of societal ideologies within the 
mourning rites. Oppression may not be defeated, however, the mediating factor can be 
manipulated to make it ineffective. It is through a dialogical encounter that an opportunity for 
equality, justice and restoration of humanity for widows can become a possibility. I am 
encouraged by the very African binding principle as evident in the adage that ‘it takes a village 
to raise a child’. It shall be the same as well in negotiating and dealing with expressions of 
cultural oppression such as social isolation, dehumanising rites and the culture of silence in 
that ‘it takes a society to heal emotional pain’. Considering how times have evolved, perhaps, 
it is about time for women right organisations, traditional and community leaders and the 
government to engage in conversations that can transform application of the rituals and the 
conditions in which women mourn their loved one. While engaging in dialogue may 
emancipate widows from the oppressive nature of the mourning rituals, it may as well be a 
catalyst in restoring the once intended purpose of these mourning rituals to aid in the healing 
of the bereaved. 
Future studies must seek to adopt an analytical approach by including other black African 
widows with similar experiences as a research group, with the emphasis on using quantitative 
tools to further enhance its scientific validity. This will dispel any doubts in the findings of this 
study. Furthermore, longitudinal and comparative studies would provide in-depth analysis of 
grieving patterns across different cultures respectively. These methods stand to provide a much 
quantifiable data that can reveal relations, effects and patterns that could not be explored with 
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